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When you wake up in the morning and experience pain in your body you 

have several choices before you:  

� You can ignore it 

� When that doesn’t work, you can take something for it. 

� When your problem persists and only seems to get worse, then you 

get to do what most of us don’t like to do, you go to the Dr.  

When the Dr. walks into the exam room, he is basically there to do 2 things: 

1) listen to you describe your symptoms, and 2) attempt to diagnose the 

root cause behind those symptoms. 

Well sometimes we go about a similar process of diagnosis in the church 

and that is precisely what Paul is doing in 1 Corinthians. The church of 

Corinth is experiencing a painful ordeal that is making life difficult and not 

very productive.  

Symptoms: party-line loyalties around spiritual leaders that lead to 

quarreling and man-centered boasting.  

Cause: persistent immaturity by living according to human wisdom in the 

church.  

So what is Paul’s treatment plan for this problem in Corinth? Paul has 4 

steps in his treatment. Steps 1 and 2 address the symptoms while 3 and 4 

address the root cause.  

Last week, my dad came down with the infortune of shingles. So his dr. 

prescribed an anti-viral medication to deal with the problem but also some 

pain medication to help with the symptoms. That’s what Paul is doing here.  

Treatment Plan: [symptoms, 1-2; cause, 3-4] 

1. Restore a proper view of leaders as mere servants—God causes 

the growth! (3:1-9) 

This is what we saw in Paul’s farming analogy a couple weeks ago. “I 

planted and Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth (6).” 

So don’t attribute to men what only God can do—“neither the one 

who plants nor the one who waters is anything, God causes the 

growth” (7). Honor them as servants of God but not more. Paul here 

is addressing the surface problem (symptom) of party-line boasting 

in certain spiritual leaders by getting their proper focus back on 

God.  

2. Reassure them that their leaders will be evaluated by  God—not 

men—for how they build (3:10-17). 

Here Paul turns to his building analogy that we saw last week in vs. 

10-17. He reminds them that they (along with their leaders) are 

building in such a way that will either produce rewards or loss of 

rewards in the day of judgment.  

a. Those who build on the foundation of the gospel (Christ 

crucified) with gold, silver, and precious stones, will be 

rewarded.  

b. Those who attempt to building on the foundation of the 

gospel with wood, hay, and stubble will suffer loss when the 

fire of God’s judgment tests their work.  

And just what are we building? According to vs. 16-17, we are 

building a living temple, the church in which the Spirit of God 

dwells. Beware, God loves His church. He wants His church to be 

holy, set apart, reflecting His values rather than the wisdom and 

values of the world. He is jealous for the purity of His church.  He 

wants what the church builds or reproduces to be a reflection of 

Himself as holy. 

So, Paul now turns to address the real root cause of their problem 

by issuing a warning. When you sit in the Dr.’s office, you just may 



get a warning. “With your condition, you better stop smoking 

before it kills you.” Or, “if you don’t change how you eat, this 

diabetes could kill you.”  

3. Warning: Those who bring worldly wisdom into the church will 

damage it and discover that man’s wisdom is both foolish and 

costly. [3:17-21a]  

 

So Paul’s warning here is about damaging the church with the 

worldly wisdom. There are many things that can destroy the 

church… 

� Party-line factions and strife 

� Heresy  

� Taking our eyes off the cross to focus on peripheral things 

� “Building the church with superficial “conversions” and 

wonderful programs that rarely bring people into a 

deepening knowledge of the living God” 

� Entertaining people to death but never fostering the beauty 

of holiness 

� Seeking to please people at the expense of truth, purity, 

and self-crucifying love 

� Gossip, prayerlessness, bitterness, persistent biblical 

illiteracy, self-promotion, materialism.
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All these things and more can destroy the church. Yet the great 

danger to the church that Paul has in mind is self-deceit. This self-

deceit is based on thinking of oneself as wise, but only with human 

or worldly wisdom. [vs. 18] In other words, Paul is admonishing us 

to become foolish in the world’s eyes in order to be truly wise in 

God’s eyes. By the way, this is one of the ways that older Christians 

sometimes stunt their growth. They begin thinking of themselves as 

wise or mature rather than seeing themselves in need of ongoing 

spiritual growth.  
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As we have already seen in I Corinthians, wisdom of the world 

craves power and prestige while the God values the humility and 

self-sacrifice displayed through a crucified Messiah. The world is 

drawn to strong leaders while God sends those who gladly fill the 

role of servants. The world prides itself in those are eloquent and 

impressive while God choses those to use the weak and lowly 

nobodies of this world who will not deviate from the simple 

message of the cross. God’s wisdom may seem foolish to the world, 

but in reality the world’s wisdom is foolish in God’s eyes.  

 

Given the context of 1 Cor 3, the primary way that we could damage 

the church is by filling it with human wisdom that stunts our 

spiritual growth and distorts our ability to live out the gospel. In 

other words, we damage the church when we live like spiritual 

infants, thinking and behaving like natural men, living according to 

our flesh rather than by the Spirit and the Word.  

 

So Paul gives us a two-fold warning about thinking we can get away 

with human wisdom in the church. First, it’s a trap before God. In vs. 

19 Paul quotes from Job 5:13: “He is the one who catches the wise in 

their craftiness.” In other words, we can’t ultimately get away with 

trying to build the church according to human wisdom. It will be 

costly to us when we are called to give account before God (cf. 1:19; 

3:17-18).  

 

Secondly, Paul warns that human wisdom is useless. In vs. 20, Paul 

quotes from Psalm 94:11: “The Lord knows the reasonings of the 

wise, that they are useless.” Earlier in 1:20 Paul had said, “Where is 

the wise man? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this 

age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?” Human 

reasoning under the influence of depravity on spiritual matters 

amounts to wood, hay, and stubble that will not endure the fire of 

God’s testing.  

 



Therefore, Paul says in vs. 21, stop boasting in men. Stop elevating 

people according to worldly wisdom because it will be both useless 

and costly in the end.  

Now, like a good Dr., Paul not only warns us about how we are endangering 

our health, he also goes on to present us with a new vision for spiritual 

health. Notice Paul’s aim in vs. 21. He wants them to stop boasting in men. 

The verses before area warning about the dangers of the root cause. The 

verses after are going to present a positive alternative to boasting in men.  

Or we could think of it this way. Verses 18-20 are the antibiotic to attack the 

bad bacteria of man-centered boasting, while verses 22-23 are the 

probiotic, the good bacteria, that needs to replace man-centered boasting.  

This fourth step, this probiotic, I’m going to call a new vision for spiritual 

health.  

4. New Vision for Spiritual Health: God has entrusted all things to us 

for our growth and His glory. (vs. 21-23) 

The positive reason Paul gives here for not boasting in men is that 

“all things belong to you.” He says its twice in vs. 21 and vs. 22. 

What are all the things that Paul has in mind? He gives us a list: “all 

things belong to you, whether Paul or Apollos, or Cephas, or the 

world or life or death or things present or things to come; all things 

belong to you” (vs. 21-22).  

What is Paul getting at here? Well let’s take the first 3 in the list 

because they are the easiest to understand. God has given you all 

three of these men, Paul, Apollos, and Cephas. So when you form 

camps around just one of these godly men, you are selling yourself 

short. They are all for your benefit. So stop boasting in one man 

when God has given you many for your benefit. The reason for you 

to stop boasting in Paul is because you also need Apollos and Peter.  

But what about the rest of the things in this list that belong to us—

the world or life or death or things present or things to come? D.A. 

Carson has pointed out that this second half of the list represents 

major tyrannies that tend to enslave us. For example: 

� Rom 12:1-2 warns us about the world trying to squeeze us 

into its mold.  

� Life is full of worries and trials and challenges and busyness. 

This is why Matt 6 says, don’t worry about your life as to 

what you shall eat or drink or what you shall wear?  

� What about the tyranny of death? Heb 2:15 says Jesus 

came to deliver “those who through fear of death were 

subject to slavery all of their lives.” 

� The present can be a tyranny. Jesus said the cares of this 

world can choke out the freedom and fruitfulness of God’s 

word. (tyranny of the urgent) 

� Finally there’s the future. Nothing holds us in bondage 

more than worrying about the future.  

Yet Paul says, all these things belong to you. Consider this: if it was 

the other way around, and we belong to the world and life and 

death and the present and the future, then we would be enslaved 

to those things. Because whatever you belong to has control of you. 

But Paul turns it around and says those things belong to you. Now if 

something belongs to you, you become a steward of that thing. You 

can use that thing for your benefit, or in this case, you can use them 

for your growth (just like Paul and Apollos). Yet there’s more. Paul 

goes on to say “and you belong to Christ and Christ belongs to God” 

(23). If there’s one thing we know, its that all things belong to God. 

And if I belong to Christ, then I am God’s child, His heir, and there is 

a sense in which what is God’s is also mine.  

Illus: My dad has a farm up in North Dakota. And when I walk across 

that land, I walk across it as though its mine. I didn’t make the 

payments on it, I don’t pay the taxes on it, but because it belongs to 

my father, and my father  loves me and I love my father, I carry a 

sense of responsibility and privilege as a steward on my father’s 

land.  



Because all these things belong to God and I am His beloved child, I 

can view everything God has from the perspective of a steward. So 

I’m not enslaved or in bondage to this world or this life or death to 

the present for the future—I’m a steward of those things.  

This has radical implications. It means that from God’s perspective, 

everything that comes to me in the world, life, death, the present, 

and the future is an opportunity for me to grow and benefit as a 

steward of those things. This means that what I once viewed as 

frustrating challenges and obstacles, I can now view as 

opportunities that God has entrusted to me as His steward.  

Frustrating challenges and obstacles � opportunities  

So when the world presents me with all kinds of trials and 

temptations, they are opportunities for me to trust God and to grow 

in holiness. When life is hard and full of stress, its an opportunity for 

me to walk by faith and grow my dependence on God. If I have 

cantankerous neighbor or coworker, its an opportunity or me to 

grow in patience, to imitate Christ, and to glorify God through 

undeserved love and mercy. When my appliances give out, it’s an 

opportunity to pray and trust in God’s provision. Everything that 

comes to me is an opportunity for God-centered living.  

When Paul says that all things belong to you for your benefit 

because you belong to God, its a statement about the absolute 

goodness of our sovereign Lord. And it means that whatever comes 

to us in this life, we can assume that God intends it for our growth 

and for His glory. Even when Satan assaults me with evil, I can be 

confident that as I trust the Lord He will do good to me because His 

heart is for me.  

What an incredible vision for spiritual health. We are called to let all things 

work for the benefit of our spiritual growth, to trust that God is working all 

things together for our good because He loves us.  

So in summary, Paul’s appeal to us here at the end of chapter 3 is to stop 

boasting in men by discarding human wisdom to embrace all that God has 

provided for our growth.  

Teaching point: To avoid damaging the church we must forsake the 

foolishness and arrogance of man-centered wisdom and start building the 

church with all that God has given us to steward for our growth and for His 

glory.  

Communion:  

This morning we have an opportunity to come to the Lord’s table. Its an 

opportunity to reflect on our hearts. An opportunity to be released from our 

sin, an opportunity to lay down our judgments and criticisms of one 

another, an opportunity for us to re-center our hearts on the gracious 

mercy of our Lord who took our sin upon Himself so that we might be 

forgiven. An opportunity for us to be refreshed with the Father’s great love 

for us, our Father who delights in doing good to us even through the raw 

hardships of life.  

Bread: Romans 8:31-32 

Cup: Romans 8:35-39 

All these things belong to you, as opportunities to know God’s grace 

and to be shaped into Christ’s likeness. This is what the cross does 

for us, it turns all things into expressions of God’s gracious love and 

goodness toward us, working all things together for our good! 

Benediction: Romans 11:33, 36 


